Maternal posttraumatic stress response after the birth of a very low-birth-weight infant.
For parents, the premature birth of a child represents a traumatic event for which they are poorly prepared. To date, the focus of scientific interest has been on maternal psychological stress responses, such as anxiety and depression, or on appropriate coping mechanisms, whereas only scant attention has been paid to the traumatic aspect of the maternal experience after very low-birth-weight (VLBW) birth. The present study is the first to investigate the posttraumatic stress response of mothers after the birth of a VLBW infant in a prospective longitudinal study. Fifty mothers of VLBW infants were examined at four measuring time points (1-3 days pp, 14 days pp and 6 and 14 months pp) with respect to posttraumatic symptoms [Impact of Event Scale (IES-R)], psychiatric diagnosis (SKID I for DSM-IV) and the extent of depression [Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) and Montgomery Asberg Depression Scale (MADRS)] and anxiety [State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) and Hamilton Anxiety Scale (HAMA)]. The control group comprised a group of 30 mothers after the uncomplicated spontaneous birth of a healthy child. At all four measuring timepoints (except 6 months pp), the mothers of the premature infants recorded significantly higher values for traumatic experience and depressive symptoms and anxiety compared with the controls. In contrast to the mothers in the control group, the mothers of the premature infants displayed no significant reduction in posttraumatic symptoms (IES-total), even 14 months after birth. The results indicate that the situation of a mother who has given birth to a VLBW infant is a complex, with long-term traumatic event necessitating ongoing emotional support extending beyond the period immediately after the birth.